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Directed by Denis Villeneuve and based on a play by the Lebanon-born Canadian writer, Wajdi
Mouawad, Incendies (Scorched) was immediately met with accolades upon its release and was this
year nominated for an Academy Award. Depending on how you regard the Academy Awards, this
may well put you off seeing the film. That, however, would be a big mistake.
The film follows two intertwined and parallel journeys: a contemporary journey in search of the
past, and a journey backward in time. Both these journeys – the one in the past and the one in the
present – are played out in an unnamed, war-torn Middle Eastern or Levantine country. Although
the precise country is never mentioned in the film, it is not too difficult to work out that the two
parallel journeys are set in Lebanon, during the civil war of the 1970s and Lebanon in the present.
Surprisingly, as the film progresses, one realises that the precise geopolitical location of the film is
quite immaterial; it could be set anywhere where there has been sectarian violence, anywhere there
has been civil war.
The themes of division and separation run through the film. It begins with a death, the most final
of separations one might ordinarily think, but as the narrative and its themes unfold we come to
see that there is no ultimate finality to be found either within the lives of the characters or the film
itself. Don’t get me wrong – the film has a devastating ending, but it does not signal resolution,
only the inevitability of, well, suffering and forgiveness. I am probably inadvertently making this
all sound very dire at this point, yet this would be a mistaken judgement. For all its searing
emotional shocks and revelations, for all the suffering we witness, the film leaves one with a sense
of having seen both a kind of redemption and a greater truth within the violence and chaos of its
world.
In present-day Quebec, twins Jeanne (Melissa Desormeaux-Poulin) and Simon (Maxim Gaudette)
are summoned to a reading of their mother’s will. They are given the task of delivering two
envelopes before they can bury their mother in the manner she would have wished. One envelope
is to be delivered to the brother they never new they had, and the other is to be delivered to their
father whom they had thought was dead. Jeanne elects to go to her mother’s country of birth (the
unnamed Middle Eastern or Levantine country) to find her long-lost brother and, perhaps, her
father.
As Jeanne’s journey begins, we are taken back to her mother’s homeland where we find her
mother, Nawal, giving birth to an illegitimate son. This is an unthinkable situation for her family,
so her baby is taken from her and she is banished from her village to another town. Things, as they
say, go from bad to worse. At first quite happy attending university, Nawal is quickly politicised
by the events surrounding her and is desperate to find her son when the civil war begins. On her
journey to find the orphanage she witnesses unthinkable violence and suffering. These experiences
provoke her own assimilation into violence, and we see her make choices that we would not want
to wish upon anyone.
Nawal’s journey through a stricken world is counter-poised with the journey of her daughter
Jeanne, who is seeking the truth about her mother, lost brother and father. What she and we, the
audience, discover in her journey through her mother’s homeland becomes an intertwined series of
shocking revelations that pose the question: what do we really know about each other?
Plato once said: be gentle with everyone you meet, for everyone has a difficult life. This film could
very well be the ultimate illustration of this inviolate truth. And while I know that it is a well-worn
cliché, the phrase ‘the banality of evil’ has never seemed more appropriate than as assayed in
Incendies, especially in the final act of the film.
What really holds this film together, what makes it so powerfully affecting, is the lead
performance by the remarkable Lubna Azabal as Nawal Marwan. It is an absolutely stunning
performance that never looses its grip on your more than occasionally tremulous heart and soul
while watching the film. A very close second in the acting stakes is the performance of Melissa
Desormeaux-Poulin as Jeanne Marwan. She mirrors Azabal’s intensity, but as Jeanne does not
have to endure that which we see Nawal enduring, Desormeaux-Poulin’s effectiveness is of a
different nature.
After you have seen Incendies you may object that its plot, if you really think about it, is really
just the basics of an outrageous Jacobean drama transposed into the 20th and 21st centuries. And
you would be quite correct in this, I believe. But so what? The plot – any plot – is really only there
so that other, greater ideas and effects can be explored and nuanced by the filmmakers. In this film
they have certainly succeeded in taking the audience into emotional territory that lesser
filmmakers would have been incapable of navigating.
If you are interested in soundtracks and sound design, the original score by Gregoire Hetzel for
Incendies is very effective. And the Radiohead incidental tracks – rather counter-intuitively –
work very well too.
Rating: Five stars
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